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vivacious as Rowlands's Tis Merrie ivhen Gossips meete. His
character of a page takes us behind the scenes, and shows to what
depravity lads were exposed at court. In two sketches, he
borders on the short story. One depicts 'A Begging Schollar/
who, while at college, was nicknamed the 'Sharke,' and, being
expelled, wanders about the country consorting with vagrants,
preaching if an opportunity occurs. When admitted to a few nights'
hospitality, he steals the silver spoons. The other character is
'A Sicke Machiavell Pollititian/ that is to say, the insincere man
who, after posing all his life, is now face to face with the reality
of death.
But it was not in London that the character sketch reached its
fullest development. A number of manuscript portraits had been
in circulation for some years at Oxford, when Edward Blount printed
them in 1628 under the title Microcosmoffraphie. It was after-
wards known that the collection was chiefly the work of John
Earle. These productions are composed with a more chastened
humour and in a more scholarly style than those of Hall, Overbury
or Stephens. Conceits, of course, are not wanting, and many of
the characters consist of jests and paradoxes invented out of
such familiar figures as a trumpeter, a sergeant, a carrier, or a
cook. Others, again, describe institutions, such as Wye Saltonstall
was afterwards to portray1. And others have a satirical or con-
troversial purpose, coloured by the university point of view2.
But Microcosmographie contains something beyond wit, style and
ephemeral satire. The other Theophrastians were exposing the
absurdities which rival classes always discover in each other, or,
at best, were analysing some type which creates interest because
conspicuous. But Earle, under the guise of character sketches,
enquires into the moral significance of the day's unrecorded words
and actions. He was one of the first writers who showed how
essential a part of the ordinary man's life is made up of trivial
and familiar things, and, consequently, how carefully these trifles
should be studied. Hence, he explains characters which seem so
colourless that they generally pass unnoticed. We have searching
1 Pteturae loquentes or Pictures drawn forth in characters (1630) (2nd ed. enlarged,
1635), contains, among other sketches, 'The World,' 'A Country Pair/ 'A country
ale-house/ 'A horse-race/ *A Gentleman's house in the country/ Earle has *A
taverne/ *A howle alley/ 'Paul's Walke/ 'A prison/
* Earle's * A Downe-right Sehollar' and 'A good old man' are answers to Overhury's
*A meere Scholar* and * An olde man.* Earle treats questions of university interest
in *A raw yoting preacher/ and his essay on *A Scepticke in Religion* deals with the
difficulties of a student who hesitates between conflicting creeds.